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women of Springfield’s upper crust. If he wanted to be accepted, he 
didn’t seem able to adopt the necessary behavior. Speed believed that 
part of Lincoln’s distinctiveness was that he was incapable of playing a 
role. “He could act no part but his own. He copied no one either in 
manner or style.”3" 

Late in his life William H. Herndon confided to a correspondent 
that “Lincoln had a strong if not a terrible passion for women: he could 
hardly keep his hands off from women and yet much to his credit he 
lived a pure and virtuous life while married.”3? But scarcely a hint of 
this person ever appears in accounts of Lincoln’s several courtships or 
his relations with other young women to whom he may have been 
attracted. This is not surprising given the inhibitions that could be 
expected to govern most Victorian informants on such a subject, par- 
ticularly where the reputation of a great national hero was at stake. 
Silence may just as easily indicate a lack of substance as discretion, but 
at least for Herndon, referring to Lincoln’s strong sexual attractions was 
a way of emphasizing his honorable restraint. 

While it is true that he was speaking of Lincoln’s fidelity to his mar- 
riage vow, the honorable restraint that Herndon refers to seems to have 
been present in Lincoln’s bachelor years, and it may have been related 
to his feelings about seduction, a subject that seems to have offended his 
sense of justice. Though extramarital sex was considered immoral for 
both sexes, women who yielded to temptations were judged more 
harshly and stood to lose much more than their male partners if discov- 
ered. It is a measure of Lincoln’s discomfort with this sort of double 
standard that sometime during this same period he composed a poem 
for his male companions with the theme that no woman ever fell alone. 

Whatever Spiteful fools may Say -. 
Each jealous, ranting yelper — 
No woman ever played the whore 


Unless She had a man to help her.33 


More than his lighthearted advocacy of women’s suffrage, we may see 
here Lincoln’s sympathy with the plight of women and the pronounced 
sense of injustice it could evoke in him, but it is not an outright con- 
demnation of extramarital or professional sex. 

Herndon once described for the young man who was to become his 
collaborator some circumstances from this phase of Lincoln’s life. “Lin- 
coln came to this city in 1837 and from that time to 1843-44 he and 
Speed were quite familiar, to go no further, with the women. I cannot 
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tell you what I know, especially in ink. Speed was a lady’s man in a goo 
and true sense. Lincoln only went to see a few women of the first cla: 
women of sense. Fools ridiculed him; he was on this point tende: 
footed.”3+ This is far from a clear picture, but it is obvious wh» 
Herndon is’ hinting at: that Lincoln and his friend Speed, during the: 
early bachelor days, were involved with women in ways that could ne 
be written about, while Lincoln’s encounters with fashionable wome: 
were few and painful. 

After they had worked together for several years on their Lincol} 
biography, Herndon offered his collaborator an anecdote that presum 
ably enlarges on the earlier hint. 


Mr. Speed told me this story of Lincoln. Speed about 1839-40 was 
keeping a pretty woman in this City and Lincoln desirous to have a 
little said to Speed — “Speed, do you know where I can get some; and 
in reply Speed said — “Yes, I do, & if you will wait a moment or so I'll 
send you to the place with a note. You cant get if without a note or by 
my appearance”. Speed wrote the note and Lincoln took it and went 
to see the girl — handed her the note after a short “how do you do 
&e.”, Lincoln told his business and the girl, after some protestations, 
agreed to satisfy him. Things went on right — Lincoln and the girl 
stript off and went to bed. Before any thing was done Lincoln said to 
the girl-“How much do you charge.” “Five dollars, Mr. Lincoln.” 
Mr. Lincoln said —“T’'ve only got $3.” Well said the girl — “Tl trust 
you, Mr. Lincoln, for $2. Lincoln thought a moment or so and said — 
“I do not wish to go on credit — I’m poor & I don’t know where my 
next dollar will come from and I cannot afford to Cheat you.” Lin- 
coln after some words of encouragement from the girl got up out of 
bed, — buttoned up his pants and offered the girl the $3.00, which she 


would not take, saying — Mr. Lincoln — “You are the most Conscien- 
tious man I ever saw.”35 


This story sounds so much like a deliberate parody of the Honest 
Abe Lincoln legend that most writers have refused to take it seriously, 
but this “preposterous story,” as one writer has called it, has a credible 
basis and merits consideration.3° Herndon himself was aware of how 
doubtful this hilarious story appears at first glance, for he took the 
trouble to explain how it had gotten out and to assure Jesse Weik that 
he regarded it as reliable: “Speed had occasion to go and see the girl in 
a few days, and she told him just what was said and done between her- 
self & Lincoln and Speed told me the story and I have no doubt of its 


truthfulness.”37 


Herndon and Speed both are decidedly friendly witnesses where - 
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